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Abstract

Oppression towards woman presents when the oppressors apply power structured

system that considers woman as an object or the other. Considering that such 

oppression still exists at present, the one described in Beneath a Marble Sky is 

relevant to discuss. Interestingly, the work portrays the female protagonist fought 

against the oppressions among the thick patriarchal society in 16th century India even 

before the awareness of the women’s movement. This study aims to find out what 

kinds of oppression the protagonist experienced, how she tried to free herself and the 

result of her struggle. This study uses radical feminism theory that accommodates the 

female protagonist’s experience and effort against oppression. The result shows that 

woman could not easily free from the oppression as long as the oppressors exist and 

believe in the subordination of woman. It also implies the power of knowledge and 

intelligence and the need of men and other women’s help an oppressed woman free 

herself. The findings are expected to help women be more critical in perceiving and 

fighting against oppressions so that they realize that they deserve to be treated equal

to men. 
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Introduction

In a patriarchal society, women are considered “The Other” who should not only be 

obedient to men, but also blamed and have no voice. As Ravari and Naidu state, patriarchy is

a source of woman’s oppression in which women are dominated by men as a group (28). The 

idea of women having lower status than men remains until today. Some women still accept 

the condition of being “The Other”. On the other hand, others have begun to think about the  
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issue of gender equality and started questioning men’s oppression upon them. The first 

feminist movement in the mid 1800’s, followed by the second and third feminist movements

should be born of such questioning.

Regarding the issue of oppression towards women mentioned above, I found an 

interesting case about it in the novel Beneath a Marble Sky by John Shors. The background 

setting of the story, which is the 16th’s century India, portrays the strong patriarchal system of 

the society. Jahanara, the female main character, experienced the oppression from the men 

around her although she was actually the daughter of an emperor so that she should have had 

a high status in the society. As Lindsey said, a person’s status and social class do not only 

come from the individual’s effort and achievement, but might be inherited from parents (3). 

Being an emperor’s daughter, Jahanara actually had a good access to education and power to 

speak up as men did. Therefore, she had the opportunity to be equal to the men surrounding

her. However, she was a woman, means that she was “The Other” in a patriarchal society

(Beauvoir 16). As ‘the other’, Jahanara was expected to live under men’s will. 

The story portrays Jahanara as one who realized her status as a woman in her society. 

However, she is also depicted as one who struggled to fight against the oppression that she 

suffered. What she did is also quite rare because of the strong patriarchal system in the 16th

century with the low pretension to question women’s right (McMillen 4). Even more it is 

quite unordinary considering the setting of the story, which is before the first feminist 
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movement began in the early 18th’s century (Mountjoy 134). Therefore, it is interesting to 

examine how the society treated the emperor’s daughter and how she responded to such 

treatments.

Accordingly, this research would try to investigate what kind of oppression Jahanara

experienced, what she did to free herself from patriarchal oppression and whether she was 

actually able to free herself from such oppressions. This research is aimed at depicting some 

kinds of oppression that might happen to women and describing women’s struggle to free 

them from patriarchal oppression by analyzing the main character of the novel-Beneath a 

Marble Sky named Jahanara. Besides, the other objective of this research is to find out result 

of Jahanara’s struggle to free herself from patriarchal oppression. 

The findings are expected to help readers be aware of women’s oppression,

particularly to help women be more critical in perceiving oppressions or to struggle against 

oppression so that they realize that they deserve to be treated as equally as men. At the end, 

the findings could inspire men and women about how they should treat each other so that the 

number of women oppression cases is reduced.

In my search for previous studies on the novel Beneath a Marble Sky, I found one 

study entitled “The Morphemic Shifts in Translation of John Shor Beneath a Marble Sky into 

Taj Mahal” by Meithya Rose. In her research, Rose examined the translation of the novel 
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Beneath a Marble Sky into its Indonesian version that is Taj Mahal. Therefore, her study is 

not the same as this study. 

In order to answer the research questions, this study will use Radical Feminist point 

of view to analyze the main character named Jahanara. Radical feminism is chosen as a tool 

of analysis because it questions why women must act based on their biological roles, whereas 

men have the other certain roles. Radical feminism also questions why men’s and women’s 

behaviors are limited and determined just based on their gender roles. Besides, it also 

criticizes women oppression. Because the main character, Jahanara, experienced such 

oppressions and is portrayed as one who adopted the Radical Feminist’s point of view, so this 

perspective would be the appropriate tool to examine the novel.

The foundation of this study would be focused on the theory of Kate Millett and 

Simone de Beauvoir. Kate Millett’s analysis of patriarchy, related to ideology, class, force, 

education, etc (qtd in Pearce 46) would be useful to examine the situation Jahanara was in.

Besides, Millett believes that literary works are the reflection of the real world so that a kind 

of reader’s perception towards the text is necessary (qtd in Pearce 46). Because Millett 

mostly adapts and develops her ideas based on Simone de Beauvoir’s thoughts, it is 

necessary to quote Beauvoir’s idea  as well.

Literature Review

Oppression
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According to Lindsey, the oppression towards women comes from the stereotype that 

women have lower status, gender, or social class than men (3). Lindsey defines the word

status as “a category or position a person occupies that is a significant determinant of how 

she or he will be defined and treated” (3). A high status could be achieved by men because of 

their capability to work and interaction with others in social context, meanwhile women who 

are identical with domestic works are inferior to men. It also gives higher social class and 

power to men because they could provide money and make women dependent on them. 

Besides, she notes that women’s biological unsuitability, except for the domestic roles, has 

restricted opportunities for education and achieving literacy (3).

There are three kinds of oppression that are external oppression, internal oppression, 

and horizontal oppression. (coolessay.org). External oppression is called power oppression 

because it happens when a powerless group is oppressed by an individual or group

physically, intellectually, and emotionally (coolessay.org). The example of physical 

oppression described by Young as violence that is the kind of oppression that makes 

members of some groups live under fear because the other groups might attack them on their 

property to damage, humiliate, or destroy them (61). Powerless group is oppressed 

intellectually by exploitation. Exploitation is the action to make people be labors to gain 

profit without paying them or compensating them fairly (Young 48).
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In the context of gender relation, external oppression believes that the roles of women 

are as men’s object of sex, wife, and mother by preventing woman to achieve career or be in 

the position of authority (coolessay.org). Similarly, Rich mentioned that man ‘domesticated’

woman that was the source of powerlessness (qtd in Mirkin 46). According to Young, 

powerlessness links to the rulling class who dominates the society that prevents the 

powerless people to make decision, develop their capacities, and get respectful treatment 

(58). Freire explains that people become so powerless so that they do not talk about their 

oppression (73). He mentioned Culture of Silence as an example of powerlessness. 

According to Freire, there are two stages of oppression under the Culture of Silence such as 

surface level of silence and deep level of silence (73-74).

Surface level of silence takes place when the oppressed groups do not talk about what 

they have suffered although they know that they are oppressed (Freire 73-74). On the other 

hand, the deep level of silence or indoctrination is a situation in which the oppressed groups 

are naturally inferior and they do not know that they have voice because the oppressors

prevent them from getting knowledge and communicating to express their thought and 

feelings (Freire 73-74). Similar to deep level of silence, in internal oppression, the individual 

or group believes in the messages of the oppressor, making the oppressed group exactly like

what the oppressor would like and consider them to be (coolessay.org). These are 

accompanied by a feeling of low self-worth, low self-esteem, repressed anger, hopelessness, 
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and despair (coolessay.org). Internal oppression is reflected in certain people’s opinion that 

women are not as capable as men and should not attempt male activities such as math and

science or take a step in education or career because their goal is to attract males to become 

wife and mother, fit the beauty ideal, and not to fulfil personal goals. (coolessay.org). 

The other type of oppression beside external and internal oppression is horizontal

oppression. It occurs when the oppressed and the oppressor repress their anger, pain and 

despair towards each other within their own group or across oppressed group, for example, 

there may be a hostile competition among women to attract men. (coolessay.org). Such 

oppression; i.e. by undergoing a plastic surgery to fulfill beauty ideal and putting other 

women down for not fulfilling the beauty ideal (coolessay.org).

In addition, Young also introduces other kinds of oppression that are marginalization

and cultural imperialism. Marginalization is the action to make others exclude from the 

society because the stereotype of ‘lower status’ so that they would not get a good access to 

basic resources (Young 53). This type of oppression is usually applied towards different 

races (Young 53). Cultural Imperialism is done by taking the culture of the ruling class as the 

social norm which defines what people can and cannot do (Young 59).

The different forms of the aforementioned oppressions actually happen because of the 

belief in society that the oppressor has higher power, status, or social class than the 

oppressed. In patriarchal society, the superiority of men makes women be placed as the 
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inferior so that women’s oppression occurs between men as the oppressor and women as the 

oppressed.

Woman as the Other

Simone de Beauvoir points out that woman is considered the Other. On the contrary,

man is The Subject (16). She notices that woman could not claim herself as the Subject 

because of her bond to man and her acceptance as The Other (20). Moreover, Beauvoir also 

notes that actually man makes woman tie to him. 

Man, however, becomes indignant when he treats her as a free and independent being and 

then realizes that she is still a trap for him; if he gratifies and satisfies her in her posture as 

prey, he finds her claims to autonomy irritating; whatever he does, he feels tricked and she 

feels wronged (675).

According to Beauvoir, man is aware of his image as a superior being and he worries 

woman could destroy the image so that man tries to perform as a male who has the higher 

status than the female (685). Responding to Beauvoir, Humm sums up Beauvoir’s view that 

“woman is constructed ‘differently’ by men” and also notes that femininity is such a 

dependent construction built by men (37). Millett also notices the issue of woman’s

inferiority that a lot of incidents about the caste of virility triumphs over the social status of 

wealthy or even educated women. (36).

Radical Feminism
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Radical Feminism, according to Ray, “developed a systematic theory of sexual 

oppression as the root of patriarchy preceded private property.” (11-12). He also argued 

about the idea of motherhood because it perpetuates patriarchy that creates masculine and 

feminine characteristic to restrict women’s mobility and support male dominance (12).

The Feminists were asking for genuine freedom for women, including the freedom to lead 

gratifying lives in ways previously considered socially unacceptable… even elimination of 

the marriage arrangement; freedom from the total responsibility for child care; sexual 

freedom; and control over our own bodies. (Hunter College Women’s Studies Collective 

580).

Through her Sexual Politics, Millett makes second wave feminism support radical 

feminism. She defines that "The term 'politics' shall refer to power-structured relationship 

arrangement whereby one group of person is controlled by another."(23) so that her sexual 

politics refers to “the oppression of one sex to another” (18) and the politic is not officially a 

state of legislature. Pearce adds that the term political institution is a template for a form of 

oppression that is done by one sex to another (19). Millett writes, 

What goes largely unexamined, often even unacknowledged (yet is institutionalized 

nonetheless) in our social order, is the bright right priority whereby males rules females ... 

This is so because our society, like all other historical civilization, is a patriarchy (25).
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Millett responds to violence towards woman as the advance of sexual revolutionary 

and the demand of engendered and equal power (qtd in Pearce 32). Besides, Pearce adds that 

woman who experiences violence would oppose man using words and action (35). Woman’s 

reaction is an attempt to fight against patriarchal oppression (Pearce 45). 

According to Humm, Beauvoir and Millett’s theories are critiques towards patriarchy 

in which “women respond to men rather than act independently of men.” (50). Millett and 

Beauvoir theories are complementing each others to facilitate an understanding of 

oppressions any women may experience. Such oppressions are also experienced by Jahanara,

the female main character of John Shors’ Beneath a Marble Sky. Therefore, I believe that 

Millett and Beauvoir’s ideas would help answer the research questions of this study.

Summary

Jahanara, the emperor’s daughter, lived among the patriarchal society that made her 

be treated differently to men especially by her brother-Aungrazeb. However, her mother

always encouraged her to gain knowledge and seek acquaintances as men while most girls 

learned to arrange hair and cook. On her sixteen year, Jahanara married a powerful silver 

merchant-Khondamir. This was expected to make alliance for the empire but it put Jahanara 

as the object of violence and sex. While she was not at home to assist the building of a 

monument for her mother, she had an affair with Isa-the architect, even having a daughter 

with Isa that Khondamir thought as his. 
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Some years after the building finished, Aungrazeb rebelled and murdered the heir of 

the throne. Instead of killing Jahanara, Aungrazeb jailed her since he believed the effect of 

her death would endanger his position and life. As the result, she separated with Isa and her 

daughter who ran away. Though in jail, Jahanara could mislead Aungrazeb to kill her evil 

husband. At last, she fled far from palace and left her status to be a common folk and gather 

with Isa and her daughter.  

Analysis and Findings

The Oppression towards Jahanara in Patriarchal Society

According to Millett, male and female are two different cultures built by the family’s, 

peers’, and culture’s exposure since childhood (31). Millett’s idea is reflected in Jahanara’s 

life experience as she had been treated differently by men around her since her childhood, 

which was spent in Harem - a house or part of a house in which the women of a Muslim 

household and their children live (Merriam Webster Dictionary). Harem is women’s place

where they have little freedom. “I didn't like it much, for the harem was a house governed by 

strict rules. My brothers could do almost anything, but girls enjoy little freedom” (Shors 15).

One of the rules is that women were not allowed to build relationship with men 

because it was considered inappropriate. This prevents Jahanara from getting along with men 

well, especially with her brother Aungrazeb. Even Jahanara’s close relationship with her 

other brother-Dara is still considered unusual as reflected in the following quotation, “He was 
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just a year older and we were closer than many women in the harem thought appropriate” 

(Shors 17). Although at that time Jahanara and her brothers were still children, they could not 

have a close relationship. This value is built by her family, since the women who lived in the 

Harem with her were her family and peers.  

On the other hand, although women should not get along with men closely, women 

should depend on men. The dependence is not only limited to financial dependence, but also 

social dependence because women could not go out by themselves as reflected in Jahanara’s 

complaint, “I glanced somewhat enviously toward the distant figures of my brothers, wishing 

that I could also be unaccompanied” (Shors 26). It is not only because the women who lived 

in the harem were nobles' concubines but also because it was inappropriate for women to go 

out alone illustrated when Jahanara asked her mother’s permission to go out with her friend, 

“My friend-Ladli… She's going to the river later and asked if I'd join her."

… "Only if you take your brothers. You should do these things together." … You won't have 

to swim with your brothers," Mother replied. "After all, it would be unseemly for girls and 

boys to bathe together." The sarcasm in Mother's voice was uncloaked. I was accustomed to 

such remarks, for she despised the confining customs of our society (Shors 31).

Women are restricted to act as they wish. Noticing the tone of her mother’s voice, Jahanara 

should have wanted to behave contrast to what the society expects. By doing so, Jahanara is 
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trying to break the boundaries as Millett states that at first a sexual revolution would require

the end of taboos and old fashioned sexual belief (62).

Moreover, Jahanara’s unfavorable attitude happens when Jahanara did a heroic action 

by saving a child in the river. The people around her were surprised because it was unusual 

and beyond the expectation of the society. “… as women we weren’t expected to do anything 

courageous” (Shors 40). The society around Jahanara claims her as ‘the other’ in which the 

society has no expectation from women including women’s contribution to give opinion and 

do courage action because it belongs to men (Beauvoir 495) as the realization of ‘man the 

hero’ by ignoring woman as a full human being or equal to man (Hunter College Women’s 

Studies Collective 36).

The idea of women as the other creates a situation in which women are only seen as 

the passive and dependent ones. Beauvoir mentions that the society demands nothing from

women except for the role they have (127). Therefore, women always remain exterior to 

men’s world and are dominated by men (Beauvoir 198). As a result of men-women different 

expectations, Jahanara is often treated as the other, especially by Aungrazeb, her brother, 

since her childhood. It is portrayed in the dialogue between Jahanara and Aungrazeb. 

Aungrazeb snickered. "Games are for girls."

"You could teach me polo."

His laugh was high-pitched, reminding me of a squealing pig.
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"Polo?" he echoed scornfully, his delicate face tightening.

"I'd like to learn___"

"Only men play polo." (Shors 18)

Women and men are different as perceived by Aungrazeb. To him, polo is a men only game. 

In other words, he tries to draw a line between what women and men could do in which 

women have less ability than men. “Talents of sisters may be subordinated to the ambition of 

brothers” (Hunter College Women’s Studies Collective 236). However, Jahanara perceives it 

differently that she can do it by asking her brother to teach her. 

The dialogue also shows one kind of oppressions that is external oppression 

(coolessay.org) as well as powerlessness (Young 58). Aungrazeb tries to disempower

Jahanara by preventing her to learn polo and get along with men because Aungrazeb as the 

oppressor believes that women do not deserve to have the same position as men. He 

disempowers Jahanara by failing her to fulfill her personal goal to learn as men do that is to 

be able to play polo. 

Jahanara’s childhood experiences about male-female inequality continued even when 

she was not a child anymore and was married to Khondamir, a powerful silver merchant and 

long opponent of the Emperor’s policies. In many Asian societies, especially in the royal 

families, marriage is customary to build alliances (Hunter College Women's Studies 

Collective 259). As an emperor’s daughter, she had no freedom to choose a husband. Her 
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parents gave her to Khondamir hoping that Khondamir would change his view and through 

Khondamir’s trading contract, the empire could make peace with Persia (Shors 50). Jahanara 

arranged-marriage mirrors a situation when a woman’s choice is restricted (Beauvoir 416).  

During Jahanara’s marriage life, she is trapped in domestic roles as a wife. She is a 

thing possessed by husband and an object of sexuality.

During the ceremony Khondamir’s eyes often wandered to my chest, which had swollen 

during the past months. I was painfully aware of his gaze and tried not to ponder my fate later 

that evening (Shors 50).

Though I knew nothing of lovemaking, I doubted it was meant to be so full of woe … When I 

saw blood seeping from between my legs and a cut on my nipple, I cried harder (Shors 54).

Khondamir sees sexual intercourse as a meaning to satisfy him and uses Jahanara as the tool 

without feelings. It happened not only on the first night on their marriage but also the 

following nights and days. “I experienced too many nights like the first, nights when he 

stumbled home drunk and used me until he fell unconscious.” (Shors 55). Jahanara’s husband 

oppresses her through physical violence while Jahanara experiences the stage of oppression 

as Freire mentioned as surface level of silence which she could not talk about what she has 

suffered although she knows that she is being oppressed (73-74). 

Jahanara could do nothing because society believed that in marriage, men could do as 

they wish to his wife. According to McCloskey and Eisler, in marriage life it is normal for 
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husband to do violence over wife as it is socially approved (3). This kind of oppression is 

also caused by the belief that man as the subject and woman as ‘the other’ or only man’s 

possession (Beauvoir 159). The bad treatment got worse when Jahanara could not satisfy her 

husband’s desire so her husband could beat her or yell at her (Shors 109-110). As her

husband’s possession, she is often treated like an object without voice, 

However, much I tried to be helpful, he was disinterested, at best, in my efforts. … I was 

accustomed to being taken seriously. Even my father, the most important man in the Empire 

often paused as I tried to offer advice (Shors 54).

The fact that she comes from the royal family and usually contributes to give opinion that 

society belief as man’s role do not change the oppression happened toward Jahanara. Her 

husband treats her as if she cannot think. Even her beloved brother-Dara also could not take

to her side when her husband offended her in front of Dara as portrayed when Jahanara and 

her husband met Dara who had just return from a war. 

“You won’t join the chase?” Khondamir asked.

“Please do. And while you hunt, I’ll talk with your lovely wife.”

Khondamir grunted at the remark, as if I were anything but lovely. Dara stiffed, but seemed 

unsure whether he’d heard an insult. I hoped he might rise to my defense, but instead he bid 

us farewell (Shors 66).
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Dara’s decision reflects his principle that he should not interfere what Khondamir does to her 

sister although he cares for her. 

While the other brother, Aungrazeb, continued to disempower Jahanara by locking 

her in a tower with her ill father after he took control of the empire. “I’d always been an 

active woman, but my imprisonment stole my energy as a hot day might … if not for father’s 

health I might have simply shriveled up and blown away.” (Shors 240). What Aungrazeb did 

to Jahanara is kind of oppression in which the superior prevents the powerless to make 

decision, develop their capacities, and get respectful treatment (Young 58).

The Emperor also could not free Jahanara from her husband’s and brother’s 

oppression. Jahanara realized that a wife should obey her husband no matter what happened. 

“Even an emperor can do little to subdue an avenging husband.” (Shors 155). Jahanara dared 

not ask for her father’s help when her husband came in her prison to hurt and rape her 

because her father had no strength to do so. (Shors 301).

The oppression in Jahanara’s life actually comes from people around her who are 

supposed to be her protector, such as her husband and her brother. Millett argues that the 

legal rules governing the family have, in general, reinforced the domination of males (qtd in 

Mirkin 44). From her husband, she experiences violence and sexual abuse while her brother –

Aungrazeb tries to disempower her by limiting what she can do and contribute so that she 

would never be equal to men. 
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Jahanara’s Struggle to Fight against the Oppressions

Even though Jahanara realizes her position as a woman, she does not allow herself to 

be superficially silenced for good. Fighting the oppression is her way to survive and escape 

from the condition. What she does fits the idea that “The most revolutionary action most 

women can take is to refuse to accept ‘personal’ domination by men, especially within the 

family” (Hunter College Women’s Studies Collective 601). 

Despite her awareness of being treated differently, she tried hard to show her worth, 

"Because as a young girl, I knew ... I could'nt ever match my brothers. In the eyes of nobles 

and warriors and artists I'd always be a weak girl. I'd never be treated … never be as 

cherished and encouraged the way a boy would. And so I tried, always tried to show my 

father that I was truly worthy of his love." (Shors 293)

She does not want to be considered and treated as a weak girl. This is also reflected in her 

awareness of the privileges of an emperor’s daughter. As a princess, she took the opportunity 

to gain knowledge as men did because there are more opportunity to get education for 

women who come from wealth and high class family (Hunter College Women’s Studies 

Collective 402). She knows that other women could not get the opportunity to gain 

knowledge easily, if they could, they mostly learn about cooking or putting make up. 

Instead, Jahanara tried to learn everything from architecture to dance, politics, 

practiced calligraphy or memorized geography. This matches to Millett’s idea that education 
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for women as equal as men is the significant factor to free women from men’s oppression 

(74). Furthermore, Jahanara also sought more acquintances, became socially active, learned

men’s weaknesses from her mother and built a good relationship with commoners that made

her be an adorable Princess. Her efforts to achieve the equal status to men are quite effective 

to get similar treatment from her parents, especially from her father. Jahanara thinks as Mill 

that the limitation given for women to get education would only prevent to develop women 

capacities (46). In addition, education is as the struggle of not making women as a state of 

childhood and not keeping women to be creature of emotion but creature of reason

(Wollstonecraft). Because of her way of thinking, she gets the opportunity to attend 

important meeting on behalf of her father, give opinion in forum among men, and study as 

men. Those efforts are done so that she would be seen equal to men.

However in her marriage life, she receives oppressions, especially physical violence 

and sex abuse like what she has experienced most of the nights, 

He was moving next, rising, and falling, and suddenly I could no longer make any pretense of 

sleep and cried out. I thought my hurt might make him pause, but instead it served to 

motivate further (Shors 53).

Mother had never let any man rule her feelings, and I knew she expected me to be as strong. 

And so I resisted my tears (Shors 55).

I’d have to bear most of my pain in silence (Shors 69).



Darianawati20

Jahanara could not merely avoid being the object of sex in her house. Based on her 

experiences, that any kind of screaming, crying, or begging as her expression to reject and 

say ‘no’ to her husband’s bad treatment is no use. She found out that instead of being freed 

from the physical violence, her efforts would satisfy and motivate her husband to hurt her

more. Therefore, she chooses to be silent and endures her husband’s violence. It does not 

mean she accepts the oppression. It is the action to control her emotion since her mother 

always teaches Jahanara to be strong. By enduring the bad treatment she will not get more 

terrible treatment. By being silent and unresponsive, she does not allow her husband to get 

satisfaction as a form of attempt to oppose her husband’s oppression. Both being 

unresponsive or silent and screaming are the way for women to struggle during the rape 

(Hunter College Women’s Studies Collective 467).

However, Jahanara could not be silent or unresponsive to her husband’s lust that hurts 

her all the time. When Jahanara’s husband complained about her attitude using parable,

“Glaring at me, he added, “Must all my fruits taste so bland?” I knew he referred to my 

listlessness in bed but pretended not to catch his meaning.” (Shors 56), he actually wants 

Jahanara to change her attitude towards him. However, Jahanara realized that how hard she 

tried to be a good wife, her husband would not change his cruel behavior. Therefore, 

Jahanara begins to express her feeling and disapproval of her husband behavior. Her 

passiveness is the first step of Jahanara’s real action to oppose her husband physical violence. 
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The following action is her trick as another way to fight against her husband cruelty 

and also the way to express Jahanara’s refusal and a way to protect herself, 

He came to my bed with more violence than usual that night, but having guessed his 

intentions, I'd smeared goat's blood between my legs.While he cursed my timing and ranted 

about his disgust, I smiled surreptitiously (Shors 87).

By pretending to be having her period, Jahanara applies an effective trick. She makes use of 

her femininity to ‘defeat’ her husband’s cruelty and superiority. As Beauvoir notes that 

menstrual blood is an imagery of frightful powers that is able to ruin the man’s vigor and this 

imagery has more feminine strength (171).

Although her trick is risky because it includes falsehood, she realizes that during 

menstruation, man expresses fear of women because women could contaminate or pollute 

men (Hunter College Women’s Studis Collective 28). By smearing goat’s blood, Jahanara 

speaks up her opinion. She tries to get “sexual liberation which meant the confidence to say 

“no” without fear of offending men” (Hunter College Women’s Studies Collective 347). 

In the meantime, Jahanara upgrades her way of thinking to find a way not only to 

avoid her husband violence, but also to get her own freedom. There is a chance when she 

sees an opportunity to leave the house to go outside by herself. 
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“Damn these oranges,” my husband said, his beady eyes shrinking. “Must they be so small?”

… I had spent countless afternoons in gardens and believed I understood why his trees ailed. 

“If I tell you how to save them, my lord, would that be worth something to you?” 

“How dare--- “

“Worth a simple ride on a horse?”

He swatted at a wasp. “On a nag.” (Shors 56-57).

Following her desire to go from the house for a little time, Jahanara gathered her courage to 

ask her husband. In this situation Jahanara knows that her husband is in a bad mood but 

Jahanara makes his displeasure as a chance to barter her freedom. Noticing how Jahanara is 

speaking to her husband, she tries to be polite and makes her request sound like a simple one. 

While it is actually not as simple as it sounds because Jahanara violates the social norm that 

women should not go out without companion (Shors 26). In here, Jahanara’s knowledge 

about gardening leads her to the first step to go outside from house. According to Hunter 

College Women’s Studies Collective, education for women would strengthen power of 

women (407). What she did is a proof of the education that she has gained could help her 

reach her to avoid being trapped in his husband’s house. 

The other opportunity to get freedom comes after the death of her mother. Her father 

asks her to move and live in the empire. 
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“You’ll live closer to the site in the Red Fort until the mausoleum is complete. Naturally, 

you’re to visit your husband whenever possible.” … “Perhaps,” I said, “you should pay my 

husband for my services. A bag of gold should keep him pleased.” (Shors 86).

Even though the emperor gives the order to move from her husband’s house, Jahanara 

realizes that she would need her husband’s approval. As a wife, she might get the possibility 

to have no permission. In this situation, Jahanara asked for a bag of gold to get her husband’s 

approval as the compensation of her absence at home. The following scene describes 

Jahanara’s effort to catch the opportunity to get freedom by asking permission,  

As I expected, Khondamir was enraged when I told him I was to live in the Red Fort. He 

slapped me before I was able to withdraw a heavy gold necklace from my robe and drop it at

his feet. I also tossed him a pair of rubies and an emerald-encrusted dagger (Shors 87).

Jahanara should give up her jewelry as well to her husband and receive the slap 

meaning that freedom that Jahanara wants is not free. She pays it with jewelry and by letting 

herself to be beaten. While giving up her necklace, she must bend down to show her 

inferiority in order to calm down her husband’s anger. Women still has not had a good access 

to be free that women should choose one either to be a wife or independent woman 

(Goldman 223). However, Jahanara realizes that giving everything in exchange to her 

freedom is worth it. 
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As a result of her success in moving to the palace, Jahanara has more courage to 

pursue her own happiness. She had an affair with the architect and partner in building Taj 

Mahal-the monument for Jahanara’s mother. 

We whispered secret yet never revealed our true desires. Isa honored my marriage, and as 

much as I despised my husband, I knew that by betraying him I’d betray Father…he would 

lose tremendous face (Shors 99). 

At first Jahanara still kept her true feeling although she knew that Isa had the same 

feeling as she says ‘never revealed our true desires’. She is satisfied enough to have the 

chance to feel the love. It means, she believes that her duty as a wife is more important than 

her own feeling. Referring to the Jahanara’s effort to be a good daughter (Shors 293) and the 

reason of not betraying her husband is that she wants to do her best in front of her father. 

The situation changed after her father actually supported her affair. “Your mother 

often argued that woman should be able to pursue love as men do, and now, in secret, I shall 

tell you that I agree.” (Shors 127). Her father’s approval encourages her to struggle more to 

get happiness although from the word ‘in secret’ saying by her father indicates that woman 

who pursues happiness is unacceptable especially for a wife. Having an affair is a remedy 

from the oppression and freedom from dissatisfaction of marital obligations (Hunter College 

Women’s Studies Collective 270). It is also a way that Jahanara takes because a wife needs 
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to express physical needs that rarely been granted to women although it is conflicting the 

social roles (Hunter College Women’s Studies Collective 271, 347).

For Jahanara, pursuing her happiness is obviously not only her own efforts. Only after 

she had the help and support of the person who had power; i.e. her father, who gave her a 

room connected to Isa’s new house, did Jahanara start betraying her husband (Shor 164). It

shows that Jahanara is still trapped in patriarchal concepts because she acts as a response to 

against patriarchal oppression (Pearce 45).

Her father’s support assures her that she deserves to pursue her happiness which is 

described by Goldman as “the most vital right is the right to love and to be loved (231). On 

the other hand, it also implies that a woman cannot get her most vital right without the help 

of a man. This matches the belief of patriarchy that women are weak and dominated by men

(Lee&Daly 36). She can free herself from external oppression only if another powerful 

person helps her. 

However, Jahanara is able to choose the man she loves and express her feeling 

because she does not live in her own house, which means she is not trapped in domestic role 

anymore due to her current job as the supervisor of the building of Taj Mahal. According to 

Mill, women have freedom to choose a career and marriage is also a career (105-106). 

Working outside her home, she could contribute her ideas, voice her opinion, and apply her 

knowledge to negotiate and compromise with other parties as she has done and learned at the 
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palace before she got married. In this way, Jahanara proves that she is intellectually equal to, 

if not superior than, man.  Her job enables to free herself from the external oppression which 

believes that a woman is physically, intellectually, and emotionally lower than men 

(coolessay.org).

Jahanara is also able to free herself from the oppression of cultural imperialism 

(Young 59) when she applies her rules instead of her husband’s, who is the powerful person 

in their relationship. This happened when she was determined to have a baby with Isa and 

fooled her husband that the baby was his (Shor 163-166). Because she is the subject, who is

determined to have a baby and fools her husband, she sets the rules.

Even, Jahanara shows that she is not only intelligent, but also unemotional when 

Aungrazeb rebelled, took over the empire and put Jahanara and her ill father in jail. Although

Jahanara’s freedom is limited and she becomes physically powerless in the jail, she faced it 

rationally. Secretly she asked her friend - Ladli to keep an eye on Aungrazeb (Shors 94) and 

sent her slave, Nizam, to monitor Aungrazeb’s army and strategy (Shors 204). Because of 

their information, Jahanara could escape from the murderer Aungrazeb sent to kill her and 

her daughter (Shors 208). This shows that she does not let herself be oppressed by the 

limitation of the jail walls. Even from the prison, Jahanara learned about Aungrazeb’s 

weaknesses; i.e. his fright of snake and phobia of being assassinated (Shors 175). 
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The information about Aungrazeb’ weakness encourages Jahanara to show her 

disobedience by threatening Aungrazeb,

“Do you think that I have no friends? No spies among your men who would delight in 

slaying you? … “If you wish to test my words, kill me tonight,” I dared. “But know that 

tomorrow, or the next day, a cobra will draw your blood.” (Shors 238).

Jahanara’s threat is strengthened by Ladli who sets a serpent in Aungrazeb’s bed. It shows 

that woman who experiences violence would oppose man using words and action (Young 

35). In addition, Jahanara has built the trust among people and nobles so that Aungrazeb 

would think twice to hurt her (Shors 241). By doing so, Jahanara turns things upside down. 

Her struggle to free herself from the oppressor makes her as if she is the oppressor instead.

Jahanara skillfully used her intelligence to defeat her brother. She made use of

Aurangzeb’s phobia to mislead him that her spy watched him and put a serpent on his bed is 

her husband-Khondamir

“Without your assassin you’d be nothing to me. But because of him, I’m here, … 

Because I believe he still lives.” 

…  Give me his name and you’ll live.”

…  I moaned in abject sorrow, then looked over to where Khondamir stood. 
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…  Aurangzeb’s blade hissed as it swept down, lopping off Khondamir’s thick left arm as if it 

were made of butter. The blade continued without pause. It tore into his neck, cleaving through 

flesh and bone. (Shors 307-310).

It is Aurangzeb who could not control his phobia and emotion so that he forced Jahanara to 

mention the name of the assassin. Jahanara’s success in using the opportunity to free herself 

from her husband’s oppression shows that she is not emotional but it is Aungrazeb who is 

emotional and careless. Therefore, this scene is contrast to patriarchal beliefs that women are 

emotional rather than rational beings (Kant qtd in Hunter College Women’s Studies 

Collective 73) and that men dominate women emotionally (coolessay.org).

Jahanara’s freedom is also made possible by taking the opportunity offered by 

concubines to flee from the palace that agrees with Eisenstein idea that social support is 

essential for women to have equal opportunities (593). It implies that culture of silence

(Freire 73-74) does not apply for Jahanara as she determines her freedom. 

The Result of Jahanara’s Effort to Free from the Oppressions

Jahanara’s efforts to free herself from her husband and brother’s oppression produce 

different results. Although Jahanara’s continuous efforts reflect her increasing courage, from 

being silent into a radical action to cheat behind her husband, she is still bound to her 

husband. “I spent perhaps one night at three at Khondamir’s home.” (Shors 99). “… once 

he’d tired of his girls, and wanted to humiliate me, he summoned me.” (Shors 194).
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Jahanara’s only managed to temporarily avoid her husband’s oppression because she’s still 

Khondamir’s wife. When wife has duty outside home, she still has to capable of household 

obligation (Hunter College Women’s Studies Collective 196). 

Because of that, Jahanara is able to completely free herself from her husband’s 

oppression only by making her brother kill the husband. However, she felt empty because 

she killed her husband. “Revenge was unlike what I had imagined. It didn’t satisfy, nor did it 

please. I felt only emptiness.” (Shors 311). This may be the reason why in her efforts to free

herself from her other oppressor; i.e. her brother, she uses a different way.

“Because revenge is hollow,” I say. “I won and he lost. His empire crumbles, his people 

despise him and thoughts of assassins steal his sleep. He’s grown weak in his hate and I’ve 

grown strong in my love.” (Shors 331).

Jahanara’s aware that killing her brother would not make her a stronger person than 

him. On the other hand, leaving her brother and life as a princess would make her be the 

strong one. It is her life as a princess that actually makes her put her duties above her own 

choices and desire; i.e. inability to choose the person she would marry. By leaving a 

princess’ life, she leaves the duties that bound her to her oppressor.

At the end, Jahanara could not completely eliminate the subordination between men 

and women as long as the society believes that men are the superior. However, she portrays 

the feminist thought suggested in Hunter College Women’s Studies Collective that freedom 



Darianawati30

does not mean to be increasingly like men (87) and woman should not be reduced to the 

subordinated member of society (53). She determines freedom as to live her own life without 

feeling afraid of the limitation from the oppressor. So, Jahanara gets her freedom by breaking 

the tie and removing the figure of oppressors in her life; i.e her husband and brother.

Conclusion

The study discusses what kinds of oppression that the female main character in the 

novel Beneath a Marble Sky by John Shors-Jahanara experienced, her struggle to get freedom 

from such oppression and the result of her struggle. The finding shows that Jahanara 

experienced disempowerment to achieve her personal goals, sexual abuse and physical 

violence in her marriage.

The discussion indirectly expresses the power of knowledge and intelligence. It 

portrays how the protagonist’s awareness of the importance of education helps her develop 

her capacities as an intelligent and rational being so that she could play tricks at her

oppressors. However, the result of her struggles indicates that her freedom could only be 

achieved after she has killed her husband and left her status as princess. Besides, her ability 

to free herself from her oppressors is also made possible by her father, her husband’s foolish 

mistake and some women’s helps. This indicates that beside intelligence and rationality, 

woman still needs a man or some other women to free herself from the oppression. 
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This study may have contributed to the accumulation of knowledge on cultural 

studies, particularly feminism, but it should not be taken definitively because this study is 

limited to family scale. It is necessary to explore the ways to reduce women’s oppression in 

society since the subordination of men and women could not be changed easily. Therefore, I 

suggest a future study might be done on how men and society contribute to women’s struggle 

to free from men’s oppression. 
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